Introduction
Invertebrates have an important role to play in achieving effective conservation and management of biodiversity for three reasons:
1. they dominate fauna in terms of species richness and abundance; 2. they are linked to critical ecological processes and;
3. they can provide quantitative data from small spatial scales (Greenslade and Greenslade, 1984; Yen and Butcher, 1992; 1993; Norton, 1994; New, 1995) .
As it is impossible to assess all invertebrate taxa, however, the pragmatic approach is to select major taxa on which to focus research efforts (New, 1994) .
In the case of using certain faunal groups to reflect and monitor environmental conditions, the term "indicator taxa" is frequently employed (Greenslade and Greenslade, 1984; Andersen, 1990; New, 1995) , as here. In the indicator context, observed differences or shifts in the relative abundance of particular taxa can be interpreted to reflect more general ecological attributes or changes in a system. For invertebrates, this has been primarily developed using aquatic or marine taxa to characterise water quality or more specifically, the effect of pollutants (e.g., reviews by Warwick, 1993; Bunn, 1995; Fairweather et al., 1995 (Majer, 1983; Andersen, 1990, ms.) . To gain a wider understanding of patterns of biodiversity and ecological change in invertebrate communities, however, a range of taxa need to be adopted (Beattieetal., 1993; Kitching, 1994; New, 1995; Noss, 1990) .
The potential of spiders
In selecting a suite of taxa, arguments for choosing those which are functionally important (Yen and Butcher, 1992; New, 1994) (Kitching, 1994; Yen, 1995) . In terms of their use as ecological indicators, spiders need to fulfil specified criteria, namely they must: 1. be diverse and abundant; ton et al., 1991) . In Australia, a total of 1876 described species from 430 genera in 68 families has been tallied (Raven. 1988) . With notable increases in taxonomic effort over the last eight years, the number of species described has risen by 26% to 2357 (R. Raven, pers. comm., Jan 1996) . With only an estimated 30% (Davies, 1985) or 20% (Raven, 1988) (Turnbull, 1973; Reichert, 1974; Humphreys, 1988 (Moulder and Reichle, 1972) . Spiders are often classed as polyphagous (Reichert, 1974; Turner and Polis, 1979 ). yet, they include specialist predators such as ant mimics and those that simulate pheromones or odours to attract certain prey species (Stowe, 1986 . Pollard et al., 1987 . Spiders also interact directly as competitors, mutualists. predators, and particularly as prey, with higher order taxa such as birds (Gunnarsson, 1996) , fish (Bleckmann and Lotz. 1987 (Canard, 1982; Churchill, 1993) , 'beating bushes (Canard, 1982 (Canard 1979; Coyle. 1981 : Coddington et al., 1991 (Andersen, 1990; Noss, 1990; New, 1995) . Research in the Northern Hemisphere has revealed that habitat structure and/or associated microclimatic factors, which can be altered by many land use practices, strongly influence patterns of spider distribution (reviews by TurnbulJ, 1973 , Uetz, 1991 Wise, 1993) . Across environmental and successional gradients the diversity and relative abundance of spider taxa has been shown to exhibit clear shifts (Uetz. 1976; Bultman et al., 1982; Klimes, 1987; Gibson et al., 1992 (Bengtsson and Rundgren, 1984; Clausen, 1986) , fire (Merrett, 1976) , grazing (Gibson et al., 1992) , pasture improvement (Luff and Rushton, 1989) and clearcutting, burning, mowing and plowing (Huhta, 1971; Coyle, 1981; Haskins and Shaddy, 1986 (Gauch, 1982) , with indicator properties of invertebrate communities being determined specifically by ordination (Kremen, 1992) . Consequently, these techniques have been applied to pitfall trap data derived from a 1 6 month survey of a coastal heathland spider community in Tasmania, across three nested spatial scales, with the minimum scale 18 X 18 m (Churchill, 1993 (Churchill, , 1995 . Correlation coefficients for spider vectors from HMDS ordination (Belbin, 1991) , using the Bray Curtis association measure (Bray and Curtis, 1957), revealed strong associations of both spider families and species (correlation coefficients > 0.6 for 85% and 80% vectors, respectively) with patterns of spatial variability across the community (Churchill, 1995) . These patterns were strongly associated with changes in habitat structure, particularly the mean cover of plant species.
Significant correlations between changes in the abundance of taxa and abiotic variables (e.g., temperature and rainfall) over time were also documented at both the family and species level (Churchill, 1995 Canard, 1990; Coyle, 1991 (New. 1995);  6. an urgent need to collate this information cost-effectively (New, 1994; Yen, 1993) ; and 7. the successful development of a parallel approach using ant genera (Andersen, 1990:
As the ecology of Australian spider genera and species is increasingly understood, as for spiders of European heaths (Canard, 1990) , this approach can be further refined.
To distinguish families, important morphological characters relate to the size and arrangement of eyes, legs and silk producing organs (e.g., Davies, 1986 (Richardson and McKenzie, 1992; Gaston and May, 1992) . This issue has been termed the "taxonomic impediment" to effective invertebrate assessment (Cranston, 1990; Kitching, 1993; New, 1994 (Warwick, 1993) . In this context, spiders can offer an additional resilience to "noise" by tolerating notable periods of starvation (Nakamura, 1 987), to possibly provide a strong signal when interpreted as an ecological impact lower down the trophic pathway.
To evaluate broad scale ecological patterns in spider assemblages, family level analysis has been suggested (Yen, 1995) and shown to be as effective as the use of species in Tasmanian coastal heath (Churchill, 1995 
